
 SphinxConnect 2018 Session Proposal: 
SphinxConnect DIVERSITY SURGERY 

 
Inspiring speakers appear at music and diversity conferences with regularity, but have you ever been a tiny bit 
bored by the unchanging routine round of panels and Q&As that dominate so many of these conferences?  Ever 
wanted to have your audience be more actively involved and part of designing the solutions that we all want? 
Want to energise your participants and empower them to build the future right inside your event? Want to 
provide a structure to the event that gives it more meaning as well as more fun?  
 
If so, SphinxConnect Diversity Surgery could be your answer. 
 
What is it? 

 
Diversity Surgery works like any surgery - you analyse a problem, agree on an action, and then carry out that 
action to improve the patient. In this case this would be a series of sessions woven through the conference 
allowing selected people to come with a diversity problem in their programme or community, and have the whole 
group of SphinxConnect attendees analyse the challenge and devise a solution together with the 'Patient' 
 
This is a project that was pioneered by Marshall Marcus in June 2012 at the Southbank Centre Sounds Venezuela 
'Change the World' gathering. It's fun and it's effective. It empowers an audience that often spend most of a 
conference sitting and listening, because it’s a process that uses their active involvement.  
 
How does it work? 
 

Ahead of time a Call Out is sent to attendees inviting any attendee who has a burning diversity issue that they 
want to solve in their work to apply to be a 'Diversity Surgery Patient'. A number of these proposals are then 
selected ahead of time as surgery issues that SphinxConnect will bring to the whole group gathered in Detroit 
to work on. Then the project is spread as 4 sessions spaced throughout the days of SphinxConnect, providing 
a structure in which all the other key notes, panels and performances take place. The columns - if you like - 
that hold up the event. The structure could be called C-Q-S-A: Context - Question - Solution - Action 
 
1. In Session 1 (e.g. 1 hour) 'the C (for context) session - there is a presentation to the whole conference of 
the various issues by the successful applicant pitchers. Then a process is undergone to assign a group of 
attendees to an individual pitcher. For example 10 diversity challenges might have been accepted, and have 3 
minutes each to explain their burning diversity pitches (total=40 minutes), after which a process (probably best 
to be random) will attach e.g. 10 attendees, each to a particular diversity pitcher/problem (20 minutes).  
 
2. In Session 2 (30 minutes?) the 'Q (for question) session' - groups of 11 (10 attendees plus a pitcher) begin 
to analyse the problem by asking the pitcher a series of questions to gain better understanding of the problem 
and its context. Working as a group with shared leadership, a picture is gradually built up of the overall context 
and drivers, together with an articulation of the problems. Requires a number of separate spaces to work in. 
 
3. In Session 3 (30 minutes) the 'S (for solutions) session - each group begins to assemble solutions and 
answers to the questions arising out of session 2. As with the previous session this should be fast paced, 
without getting too stuck in detail. 
   
4. In Session 4 (75 minutes) the 'A (for Actions) session - each group decides on a series of actions to solve 
the issue that was first presented (40 minutes), and all groups then reassemble, with each group given 3 
minutes to explain in brief that answer to the whole gathering. Groups can nominate one or more people for 
the 3 minute presentation, but no presenter should be the original patient.   

 
There are many variations in how this can work - different number of sessions, timing, numbers of groups. And a 
fun thing is to have a number of diversity issues presented in Session 1 and then voted on by the whole group to 
select which 'patients' will be treated (but that takes more time). This is just a brief intro to the idea. Interested? 

 
Marshall Marcus, April 21, 2017 
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